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Abstract
As a social medium, mobile telephony permits ubiquitous communication. This has led to
concerns about the intrusiveness of the medium, which in turn has seen the development of a
social etiquette governing mobile phone use. This study of Australian and US tertiary students
showed that there was widespread but not universal agreement that usage was inappropriate
in places of worship, classrooms and libraries or while driving a car. Australians were more
tolerant of mobile usage than Americans in most situations, apart from driving. SMS was
more broadly tolerated, including in class and in cinemas.
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Introduction
Although telephony is a 19th century technology (Moyal, 1984), mobile phone use is a recent
consumer phenomenon. The first cellular phone service was introduced in the US in 1973
(Cooper, 2004). Like many new technologies, adoption was initially slow. Despite that, over
90% of young Australian adults now use mobiles (ABS, 2004). These phones provide social
stimulation, allow constant contactability and have time keeping, record keeping and
emergency uses (Totten, et al., 2004). They are now seen as agents of socialization because of
their fostering of social development (Wakefield, 2003). Events, social gatherings and word
of mouth can all be organized spontaneously by these groups (Ling and Yttri, 2002). Thus
mobiles appear to play a major role in the life of most young people (Greenspan, 2004).
Like any new social phenomenon, the growth in usage has been matched by a set of social
rules, or etiquette about their use. Histories of the growth of etiquette (Elias, 1982; Martin and
Stent, 1990) suggest three origins of such rules. First, it is likely that an elite group establishes
a set of behaviours which trickle down to those with less status. Because of their initial high
cost, business users and affluent people were among the early adopters. Second, the social
function of mobiles will disenfranchise young people without mobile access. Thus there are
positive role models and peer group pressures for mobile use. Third, the ubiquity of mobiles
means that they have become very intrusive. Train travelers (Samuels and Jaffe 1994), funeral
attendees (Singh, 2003), concert pianists (Silva, 2001), restaurant goers (Bradley and Shaw,
2004) and marketing commentators (Marquis, 2000) have all noted this intrusiveness. Talking
on the phone means that people in earshot are forced to listen, indicating a lack of respect
(Buss, 1999) for those within earshot. In addition, ring tones are designed to attract attention
and in public spaces like a lecture theatre, this diverts attention. Other public spaces, e.g. a
library, value quietness while places of worship require contemplation and reverence. Thus
mobile phone use is most unlikely to be supported morally in such places, whereas fewer
restrictions may be apparent in spaces like supermarkets where there is already bustle and
noise. In addition, car accidents involving the use of mobile phones and even texting while
driving have raised safety issues. Inevitably society will develop sets of social rules (e.g.
AMTA, 2004) to regulate behaviour it deems illegal, unsafe or undesirable. The growth in
short messaging services (SMS) has also been spectacular. In the US, though the growth
occurred later than elsewhere, it is estimated that 2 billion SMS messages are sent per month
(Lawson, 2004), while Australia with a higher mobile phone penetration of around 70% of
adults sends proportionately more SMS messages, around 330 million per month (ACA,
2003; ABS, 2004). Unlike voice messaging, SMS can be unobtrusive (Geser, 2004)
suggesting that restrictive social rules are less likely.
Mobile phone etiquette should be of interest to marketers. First, marketers have begun to use
the mobile phone as a promotional medium of choice to young people. Chat lines and chat
groups, downloaded ring tones, SMS promotions and spam, competitions entered by SMS and
evictions from television reality shows organized through SMS are all examples of this use.
Second, marketers may be asked by policy makers to design social marketing campaigns
aimed at the etiquette of mobile use, or at discouraging illegal use, for example using a hand-
held mobile or texting while driving a car.
This study aimed to explore mobile etiquette in two cultures that may be thought similar –
Australia and the United States. Given a slower adoption in the US of both mobile telephony
and SMS (ACA, 2003), it was assumed that Australians would be more likely to adopt more
restrictive rules than their US counterparts. SMS, being less intrusive, was hypothesized to be
subject to fewer restrictions.
Method
This study was based on surveys among young people in tertiary education in Australia and
the United States. The US survey was conducted first and was based on 383 college and
postgraduate business students in Louisiana, North Dakota, Connecticut and Colorado. In
Australia, the sample was a comparable group of 179 undergraduate and postgraduate
business students at a university in Melbourne, Australia. All students surveyed used mobiles.
The questionnaire was developed in the United States and administered there first. The
questions were based on previous literature on cell phone intrusiveness, on focus groups held
with students in the US, on observation and on informal discussions with students. Each item
shown in Table 1 was in the form of a 5-point Likert scale ranging from Disagree Strongly (1)
to Agree Strongly (5). In order to avoid halo effects, the direction of half the items was
reversed. The format was kept the same for both countries, except that in Australia the term
“mobile phone” was used in place of “cell phone” in the US. In addition, questions about
SMS were added to the Australian questionnaire due to SMS’s earlier and more rapid
adoption in Australia. In order to compare voice and SMS etiquette directly, identical items
were used. The 5% significance level was used, appropriate to the size of the samples.
Results
The results are shown in Table 1. They revealed a set of social rules regarding the
inappropriateness of talking on a mobile phone in situations such as in class or in a place of
worship. They also showed an acceptance of use in places like supermarkets and in using
mobiles hands-free while driving a car. Given the five-point rating scale, variability was high
suggesting a widespread divergence of opinion on social etiquette. The widest variability was
noted for talking on a mobile phone in a movie theatre – a minority of people saw this use as
being acceptable even during a movie.
There were clear differences between the two countries in terms of etiquette. The first was
talking on a hand-held mobile while driving. In Australia this is illegal behaviour and it was
far less tolerated. In the US, talking on cell phones while driving is banned in some States but
not others (Krotz, 2003). However, even in Australia, the typical response meant that people
were only somewhat against its use. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many motorists in
Australia actually breech the law routinely. For the US groups, there was near universal
condemnation of talking on mobiles in a place of worship or during a class. Australian
students were also against this usage, but less strongly. Australian students were more likely
to say it was acceptable to talk on mobile phones in restaurants and libraries than were their
American colleagues. In general the findings suggest that Australians were somewhat more
laissez-faire in accepting mobile phone talk in a wider variety of situations than their US
counterparts. These results also suggested that there is still a minority group of individuals in
both societies, but particularly in Australia, who are willing to use their phones oblivious to
the condemnation or sensibilities of the majority.
Table 1: Summary Results for Etiquette Items
Australia USA
Mobile/cell phone talk x s.d x s.d t
It is appropriate to use a hand-held mobile while driving 2.1 1.4 3.0 1.2 7.4
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during worship/church 4.1 1.4 4.6 1.0 4.8
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during a class 4.0 1.3 4.5 1.1 5.1
It is appropriate to use a hands-free phone while driving 4.0 1.2 4.1 1.2 0.7
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a restaurant 3.4 1.2 2.9 1.3 -4.5
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in a library 3.7 1.2 4.1 1.2 3.5
It is appropriate to use a mobile on public transportation 3.8 1.3 3.8 1.1 0.0
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the bathroom 2.6 1.3 2.7 1.3 0.5
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the supermarket 1.9 1.2 1.9 1.2 0.3
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a movie theatre (during a
movie) 2.3 1.6 2.0 1.6 -2.0
SMS texting usage  t (paired)*
It is appropriate to use a hand-held mobile while driving 2.1 1.4 0.3
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during worship/church 3.8 1.3 3.3
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during a class 3.2 1.4 6.8
It is appropriate to use a hands-free phone while driving 2.8 1.5 9.5
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a restaurant 3.6 1.3 -1.5
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in a library 2.7 1.4 7.9
It is appropriate to use a mobile on public transportation 4.0 1.3 -1.7
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the bathroom 2.5 1.3 1.6
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the supermarket 1.9 1.2 -0.9
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a movie theatre (during a
movie)
2.9 1.5 -3.7
*paired t compares Australian talking and text use. Significant results shown in bold.
SMS etiquette was only considered in the Australian study. Acceptable usage occasions were
on public transport, in a restaurant or in a supermarket. Socially shunned places were in a
religious setting and while driving. Opinion was divided in terms of use in the classroom or
library. The largest differences were in terms of hand-free use when driving, where the
reaction to SMS was mixed. Subsequent to the survey, there was a well-publicised road death
in Victoria, Australia caused by a texting driver. This may have changed acceptability. SMS
use was far more acceptable than telephony in a library and somewhat more acceptable in
class. Apart from class use, this student group was largely available to receive and use SMS in
most campus environments. In order to explore the dimensionality of the data, an exploratory
factor analysis was conducted of the full set of Australian items. The outcome, based on a
varimax rotation, is shown in Table 2. The KMO measure was just sufficient at 0.55. All
communalities were above 0.50. Pairwise deletion of missing data was used, as this provided
the clearest solution. Five factors accounting for 57% of the variance were identified.
Table 2: Factor Analysis of Mobile Phone Talking and SMS Use
Mobile/cell phone talk 1 2 3 4 5
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during a class 0.83 -0.07 0.05 0.00 0.17
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during
worship/church 0.81 -0.24 -0.02 0.04 -0.04
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in a library 0.67 0.12 0.05 0.06 0.01
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the supermarket -0.26 0.65 0.24 -0.09 -0.13
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the bathroom -0.01 0.55 -0.08 0.11 0.27
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a movie theatre
(during a movie) -0.04 -0.08 0.69 -0.11 -0.11
It is appropriate to use a hand-held mobile while
driving 0.16 0.01 0.56 0.37 -0.09
It is appropriate to use a mobile on public
transportation 0.22 0.03 -0.54 0.52 -0.07
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a restaurant. -0.10 -0.12 0.08 0.74 0.13
It is appropriate to use a hands-free phone while
driving 0.04 0.10 0.08 0.63 -0.01
SMS texting usage
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during
worship/church 0.57 0.07 -0.28 -0.11 0.18
It is inappropriate to use a mobile during a class 0.46 0.16 0.01 -0.12 0.61
It is appropriate to use a mobile on public
transportation 0.07 0.77 -0.17 -0.07 0.15
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the bathroom 0.01 0.73 0.08 -0.20 -0.24
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a restaurant 0.16 0.50 -0.14 0.04 0.50
It is appropriate to use a hand-held mobile while
driving 0.03 0.09 0.68 0.27 -0.12
It is appropriate to use a mobile in a movie theatre
(during a movie) 0.03 0.09 0.68 0.27 -0.12
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in a library 0.15 0.03 -0.64 0.35 -0.29
It is appropriate to use a hands-free phone while
driving -0.05 -0.30 -0.14 0.66 0.01
It is inappropriate to use a mobile in the supermarket -0.04 0.06 0.05 -0.10 -0.81
Loadings of 0.40 and above are in bold.
All the items dealt with spaces, both public and private, where mobiles might be used. The
first factor dealt with use in public spaces, such as the classroom, where mobile or SMS use
was judged inappropriate. They were also places where talking or other noise (library, during
worship, class) would attract unwelcome attention. Curiously, the factor did not load highly
on movie theatre use, a comparable public space. The second factor dealt with some more
enclosed social spaces where mobile use is socially unacceptable, such as SMS texting or
talking in the “bathroom”, whereas on public transport or in a restaurant texting was
acceptable. The third factor dealt with a general intolerance for any place (when the negative
pole of the factor is considered) including mobile and text use in movies, while driving, or in
a library. Only talking on public transport was acceptable. The fourth factor dealt with the
favourable use of mobile phones in restaurants and cars. Surprisingly this also covered
using SMS with a hands-free setup. Perhaps the people with high loadings on this factor
believed it was safe and allowable to use SMS when the phone was in hands-free mode. The
final factor loaded highly on SMS use only. This was acceptable in restaurants and
supermarkets, but not in class. Two items loaded highly on two factors, suggesting they
should not be used to develop etiquette scales.
Discussion
Although there are divergences of opinion, a social etiquette for mobile phone use has clearly
developed in both countries. The rules of etiquette will differ according to the social space in
which mobile use takes place. In public spaces, telephony may be judged as both intrusive and
disrespectful. In more confined social spaces, such as restaurants or movies, local reaction
may be the main factor. In private spaces like the bathroom, it may be that social taboos are
more at play. Cars are a special space, where actual dangers may result from usage. Clearly
SMS is less restricted than voice in terms of spaces where it is socially appropriate to send
and read messages. The current study is limited to younger people in university settings.
Although there was basic agreement between countries about the etiquette of using mobiles to
take and make calls, there were enough differences between two apparently similar countries
to suggest that larger differences could be found in other cultures or in other age groups.
For marketers, few applications for outbound voice marketing are likely given the
unpredictability of the space occupied by consumers at the time of the call. The greatest
application of voice services is thus as an inbound medium, where the caller has control over
the place and time of ringing. SMS and its ongoing, shows greater promise for marketers. The
fact that phones are tuned to local cells means that the consumer’s location is identifiable,
allowing messages to be tailored to that location, assuming consumers give their permission
for such messages to be sent. Similarly tertiary institutions are starting to choose SMS as an
opt-in method for delivering study individual results or as a broadcast medium in emergencies
and for general announcements. However, as experience with email spam has shown, there
will be a natural limit to the extent to which unsolicited messages will be welcomed. Social
marketing to limit phone use while driving will have to overcome the many individuals who
see this as an acceptable activity.
Future research could study the development of new etiquettes needed for using picture and
video phones. It should also explore the different personas people hold in public, social
(Kasesniemi and Rautiainen, 2002) and private spaces and how these impact on use. Finally,
the convergence of mobiles with other communications and commuting devices suggests that
new etiquettes will continue to be developed in the face such relentless technological change.
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